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This research aims to compare and balance two different 
perceptions of China’s environmental issues and policy performance: 
Firstly, analysis from a critical position mostly related to the 
international or western perception, and secondly, from a positive or 
optimistic stance associated with the domestic point of view. 
 
The research gathers an extensive literature review from 
environmental experts, scholars, journalists, official statements, 
international reports and relevant statistics from China and foreign 
origins. Furthermore, the arguments are analyzed under a sociological 
and internationalist theoretical scheme where the cultural values and 
social structure variables play a significant role in the construction of 
another social group or nation’s image. 
 
In order to clarify the comparison, the contrasted perceptions are 
categorized into four sets of arguments: 1. International cooperation 
issues, 2. Centralization and social control, 3. Policy implementation, 
and 4. Conceptualization of sustainability. The categorized arguments 
are further balanced and evaluated in terms of similarities and 
disagreements, in which way each one is more accurate than the other 
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• CEPP: China’s Environmental Policy Performance  
• ENGO: Environmental Non- Governmental Organizations 
• EPB: Environmental Protection Bureaus (Provincial and local level) 
• FYP: Five Year Plan  
• GHG: Greenhouse Gas 
• GONGO: Government Organized Non- Governmental Organizations  
• MNE: Multinational Enterprises 
• NBS: National Bureau of Statistics 
• SEPA: State Environmental Protection Administration 
• SOE: State Own Enterprises 
• UNDP: United National Development Program 
• UNEP: United National Environmental Program 


















 I. INTRODUCTION 
 
"He who is in harmony with Nature hits the 
 mark without effort and apprehends the truth without thinking.” 
Confucius 
“If everyone in China jumps at exactly the same time,  
it will shake the earth off its axis and kill us all” 
 
Jonathan Watts, When a Billion Chinese Jump 
 
China is nowadays in the center of many polemic discussions. Environmental 
degradation worldwide is also one of the most recurrent topics among policymakers, 
scholars and scientists. Hence, the combination of both elements represents a 
controversial subject which attracts a lot of attention and induces contrasting opinions.  
 
References assessing China’s environmental problems and policy performance 
are constantly invading the media and public opinion. Information differs, however, 
depending on the source and perspective: either accessing it within the country or 
abroad, the timeframe analyzed or the specific issue, weather the source of 
information is Chinese or western, the level of expertise of the author or journalist, the 
influence of interests involved, and the hidden agenda behind the information 
presented.  
 
Thus, after a brief exposure to the relevant topic, I started wondering how the 
perception and even the information that I received in my home country differs to that 
of China’s, and how my own perception could actually switch from one perspective to 
the other. For example factors to consider are: the initial ignorance of environmental 
issues, the common confusion of contrasting values, language barriers, the rather 
critical preconceptions and judgments of a foreigner arriving to an Asian country, and 
the efforts made to understand different points of view. In this sense, many 
sociological and internationalist theories explain the differentiated perceptions of the 



















Roland Bartres explains the social interaction through the construction of 
communication codes, where share codification shapes the social identity and 
perception of others.1 Similarly, Niklas Luhmann’s systemic theory suggests that the 
social identity and perception of otherness integrates a dichotomic system, where the 
inclusion and exclusion of entities maintain a double and interdependent face.2 Hence, 
the self perception will be defined by the distinction with the other and the 
correspondent and distinctive communication codes within social groups.  
 
Moreover, Richard K. Herrmann suggests that in the case of nations, the 
constructed image of the other contains intrinsic judgments depending on the 
differences between social and moral values, and the opportunities and threats that 
one country represents for another.3 Correspondingly, many Asian studies scholars, 
Edwards Said and Martin Jones David among others, elucidate that the image of 
China from western countries has preserved a threatening perception throughout time; 
either because of the unfamiliarity, the cultural differences, the migration flaws, and 
more recently, because of its expanding population, economic growth and 
environmental degradation.4  
 
Thus, a general negative perception sustains that the prioritization of economic 
growth obstructs China’s commitment to international cooperation, that the social 
structure and political system does not encourage the means and social participation to 
enforce adequate environmental policies, for which the policy implementation is 
inefficient and ineffective, and the promotion of sustainability is misleading. 
Contrastingly, a general positive perception argues that China is fully committed to 
international cooperation and encouraging to move forward the environmental agenda, 
that the access to information and social participation have improved and the political 
                                                        
1 Finkielkraut, Alain, La sabiduría del amor, Editorial Gidesa, 3rd edition, Barcelona, 1999. 
2 Luhmann, Niklas, “Inclusion and exclusion” in Theories of distinction, rediscribing the descriptions 
of modernity, Cultural Memory in the present series Stanford University Press, 2002. 
3 Hermann, Richard K., “Images in International Relations. An experimental Test of Cognitive 
Shemata”, International Studies Quarterly, 1997, pp. 403- 433.  
4 Martin Jones, David, The image of China in Western Social and Political Thought, Palgrave, Great 


















structure offers the continuity, efficiency and strength needed for effective policy 
implementation, which has been proven in terms of environmental alleviation 
progress, the enlargement of the legal framework, and a significant development of 
renewable energy. 
 
The inclusion of all arguments, from all the possible sources and points of 
view might allow the viewer to obtain a comprehensive approach and to balance the 
dichotomic perception of China’s environmental policy performance, and thus, the 
objective of this thesis is this.  
 
In order to compare both perspectives, this research is composed of four main 
sections. The first includes a theoretical frame, where the sociological and 
international theories that explain the perception of the “other”, the threatening image 
of another country, and the correlation between negative and positive, international 
and domestic perspectives will be explained. The second briefly explains the most 
concurrent arguments where China’s environmental issues and policy performance are 
seen as a threat for the world’s sustainability. The third one includes the optimistic 
arguments where China’s environmental policy implementation and the enormous 
development of renewable energy are perceived as an adequate performance. Finally, 
the forth section compares both perspectives aiming to balance the positions and 
analyzing in which way one is more accurate than the other.  
 
Numerous articles, books, journals, electronic documents and websites 
regarding environmental problems in China were reviewed, from both, Chinese and 
foreign scholars and domestic and international publications. After gathering all the 
necessary information, it was possible to identify a positive- negative perspective 
regarding different elements. Thus, in order to achieve a clearer comparative analysis, 
the different arguments were grouped into four categories: the first regarding the 
cooperation in international agreements, the second regarding the social and political 
control, the third concerning the policy implementation, and lastly the fourth 
concerning the misconception or development of environmental protection.  
 
It must be mentioned that the research focuses on socio- political arguments, 

















simplified and summarized. The thesis aims to compare the academic discussion more 
than the scientific details. Also important to mention is that as a foreigner, it is hard to 
be completely objective and it is easy to lean towards the critical perspective. 
However, this thesis also represents a personal and learning process of understanding 
China’s issues and policy making throughout the specificities of its environmental 


















II. THEORETICAL ELEMENTS TO COMPARE TWO PERSPECTIVES OF 
CHINA’S ENVIRONMENTAL PERFORMANCE 
 
 
“…Why are our two ears on two sides of our head?... 
So we can hear sounds that come from different places…” 




China’s economic growth, rapid industrialization and changes in the consumption 
patterns have had conspicuous environmental consequences, which are all part of an 
important and polemic discussion. The recent international forums and agreements, as 
well as the development of new sources of energy and green technology are changing 
the arguments very rapidly, making the discussion more dynamic, ambiguous, and 
risky to lean towards any posture. 
 
This thesis aims to present the current discussion in order to determine which 
standpoint is more accurate to analyze China’s environmental policy development and 
efforts, and in which sense one is more precise than the other. In order to achieve this, 
the most common quoted arguments will be compared, the negative or threatening 
versus the positive and innovating. The environmental discussion is analyzed from 
various approaches, which might be confusing and hard to interpret when looking at 
them as a whole. Hence for a clearer and easier comparison the arguments were 
categorized in four groups, which will be further explained.  
 
Moreover, in order to analyze and compare both perspectives it is necessary to 
understand the theoretical elements that lead to having different perspectives in the 
first place, the different ways to analyze the existing facts and information, and the 
diverse logics to resolve them. Hence, this Chapter aims to define what is understood 
by dichotomy or dual perspective, why perceptions can be so different, why a 
threatening perception towards China is generally suggested and finally, why the self-
perception of China differs in such magnitude. Also it is important to define in which 

















environmental issues, performance and policy making can be related to the socio-
cultural background and political structure of the country.  
 
2. EXPLAINING THE DUAL PERSPECTIVE 
The negative/positive, threatening /innovating perspective towards environmental 
issues and policies in China often corresponds to the distinction between international 
and domestic standpoints. It must be considered that the international standpoint is 
commonly understood as the western perspective, mostly American, West European 
and Australian, not because critics do not rise from other countries or regions in the 
world but due to the influence and extension that these countries have on the media 
and academic journals. Thus, it can be suggested that on one hand, western countries 
have a very critical and negative position towards China’s environmental policy 
enforcement, where they consider the Asian country as a big threat that will pollute 
the world’s resources while pursuing its economic growth; on the other hand, the 
domestic position has a more positive perspective, suggesting that the current policy 
implementation and development of renewable sources of energy have achieved 
outstanding results that may lead to China’s economic sustainability and a global 
green revolution. 
 
As it will be later explained, the difference between perspectives is related, among 
other issues, to the different interests and circumstances where each one of these 
stands. Western countries or western scholars may have a broader perspective, more 
access to information, or a better critical academic tradition and the opportunity to 
criticize China’s performance; however, the domestic perspective might have a more 
comprehensive approach towards China’s policymaking, a better sensibility to China’s 
environmental problems, needs, and ways to resolve the corresponding issues. It must 
be recognized that there is an important academic and political discussion within 
China, which efforts should not be undermined. Moreover, it should be considered 
that the information available for Chinese scholars and policymakers might be more 
accessible or better understood from a domestic perspective. However, the bottom line 
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